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'Tis asordid profitthat's accompanied
bythe destruction ofHealth.
Bernardino Rarnazzini (1633-1714)
Treatise on theDiseases ofTradesmen, 1705
Forum
World Food Summit
The world population can feed itself, con-
cluded participants in the first World Food
Summit, held in Rome 13-17 November
1996 and sponsored by the United Nations
Food and Agricultural Organization.
Whether humanity can ensure the political
will and the economic opportunity to dis-
tribute available food supplies most effective-
lyandwithout destroying the environment is
anotherquestion.
There is enough food produced in the
world to feed the current population of
about 5.8 billion, but it is estimated that by
the year 2025 the number ofpeople on the
planet will reach about 8.3 billion. The FAO
wants to create what it calls "food security"
by making optimal use of the 11% of the
planet's surface area that is amenable to crop
production, as well as by sustaining global
forestsandfishstocks.
Summit participants from 186 countries
heard addresses byPopeJohn Paul II, Cuban
president Fidel Castro, and former U.N.
Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali.
The participants adopted by acclamation the
RomeDeclaration on WorldFoodSecurityand
the Summit Plan ofAction. This document
lists seven commitments that participants are
willing to make, including steps toward
resource sustainability and reduction ofenvi-
ronmental degradation. The summit mem-
bers also pledged to halve the number of
hungrypeople in theworldbytheyear2015.
Environmental health concerns are more
often voiced in developed countries such as
the United States and Australia than in
developing countries, where there is great
pressure to make high yields the top priority,
according to Nils Daulaire, deputy assistant
administrator for policyand program coordi-
nation at the U.S. Agency for International
Development (USAID). Human-created
pollution is a relatively minor cause ofworld
hunger, Daulaire added. "The major reasons
forhunger among the 840 million chronical-
ly malnourished people in the world have to
do with fundamental issues of poverty,
inequality, andconflict," hesaid.
Consequently, while the summit plan of
action includes a commitment to practice
sustainability in agricultural and natural
resources, it places political and economic
issues far ahead ofenvironmental ones. The
specific environmental threats to food sup-
plies listed by the plan include drought and
desertification, pests, erosion of biological
diversity, and degradation ofland and water
resources. Of these, the leading problem is
pests and, in terms ofenvironmental health,
Enough to go around? A United Nations summit concluded there is enough food to food the current
world population, but factors such as growth, political upheaval, and environmental degradation may
endangerfuture food supplies.
the useofpesticides.
The summit participants endorsed the
FAO policy of integrated pest management
(IPM), which shifts the focus toward use of
natural pest predators, pest-resistant crop
varieties, and crop rotation, reserving chemi-
cal pesticides forsevere situations.
IPM has been shown to be effective. In
1987, after years ofindiscriminate pesticide
use, Indonesia suffered a devastating out-
break ofan insect known as the brown hop-
per. The Indonesian government abruptly
changed its pesticide policy, officially endors-
ing IPM and banning 57 pesticides. Despite
this often-cited success story, an FAO docu-
ment posted on theWorld Wide Web warns
that IPM faces strong opposition from major
chemical companies who manufacture and
sell pesticides. Although many such compa-
nies officially endorse IPM, theyalso support
hard-sell tactics by their distributors in the
field, and offer premiums and price incen-
tivesforinsecticide purchase.
This is an example ofthe sort ofpolitical
and economic obstacles the world faces in
changing its food production practices.
Although the summit participants were uni-
fied on the goals ofthe plan ofaction, the
summit itself lacks power to enforce the
goals. The plan does not change current
fundingarrangements in individual countries
or in the United Nations, and, becauseofthe
plan's reliance on recommendation and sug-
gestion rather than strong policy changes,
protesters demonstrated for more stringent
action on the last day of the summit. In
addition, theVatican protested the plan's call
for family planning, and the United States
disagreed with the plan's endorsement of a
global right to befed.
According to Tim Lavelle of USAID's
Bureau for Humanitarian Response, these
two issues were the focus ofgreat contention
amongthe 1,200 nongovernmental organiza-
tions attending the summit. Other issues of
concern to these organizations were biodiver-
sityand the conversion ofcommunity genet-
icresources intointellectual property.
Communicating Risk in a
Changing World
Representatives from government, academia,
and industry gathered recently at the
Environmental and Occupational Health
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